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Abstract 
Recent changes in the Malaysian academic environment, such as the categorisation of universities into research universities, 
comprehensive universities, and focused universities, have had an impact on universities’ governance and academics’ 
understanding of professionalism. It is against this background that our research on the definition and practices of academic 
professionalism was undertaken. In this paper, we present some initial findings, from two focus group discussions, on the 
meaning and practices of academic professionalism as understood by academics at a research university in Malaysia. How do 
academics define the meaning of the word ‘professional’? Do they consider their career or profession at the university as 
‘professional’. If so, how do they define professionalism? How does the changing academic environment influence their views 
and practices on professionalism? These are among the questions that we address in this paper. Three major themes emerged 
from the focus group discussion: (a) diverse views on the definition of academic professionalism, (2) the dilemma between the 
individuals’ and organisation’s needs, and (3) effectiveness and consistency in the implementation of the organisation’s plan. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and Learning 
Congress 2011. 
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1. Introduction 
The past couple of decades have witnessed changing university governance, with a move towards a managerialist 
approach as compared to the traditional collegial one (Kolsaker, 2008). In Malaysia, this can be seen through the 
categorisation of the local universities into research universities, comprehensive universities, and focused 
universities, as well as the emergence of new vocabularies such as Key Performance Indicator (KPI), SCOPUS and 
ISI, just to name a few. The ‘publish or perish’ mantra is now more pronounced with these new developments – 
academics are reminded time and again that one can still perish if one only publishes in non-indexed, non-ISI or 
non-SCOPUS journals! These are some of the scenarios that initiated our study, which aims to understand the 
meaning and practices of academic professionalism among academics in Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), 
which was categorised as a research university in 2006 (Kementerian Pendidikan Tinggi Malaysia 2007).  
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In this paper, we present some initial findings from two focus group discussions that were conducted at a centre 
in UKM in July 2011. This paper is divided into two main parts. The first part focuses on previous studies on the 
changing academic environment and the meaning and practices of academic professionalism. The second part is 
devoted to the discussion of the major themes that emerged from our focus group discussions, which are (1) the 
various views on the definition of ‘academic professionalism’, (2) the dilemma between the individuals’ and 
organisation’s needs, and (3) the question of effectiveness and consistency in implementation of the organisation’s 
plan. 
2. Related Literature 
2.1  The changing university environment 
For centuries, universities were known to play the role of teaching institutions where students came to attend 
lectures by prominent scholars. Later, in the 19th century, German universities began to bring in scholars for 
research activities with the objective of producing new knowledge. After the Civil War, American universities 
started to include ‘research universities’, following the German model. This proved successful when, at the turn of 
the century, a number of reputable American universities managed to achieve world-class status (Atkinson & 
Blanpied, 2008). Duderstadt (2004) reported that the idea of a research university came about in the American 
higher education system in order to fulfil the government’s needs for new scientific knowledge and the production 
of well-trained human resource in the areas of health, economy and the military. These research universities 
developed partnership with the federal government in terms of the funding and advancing of new knowledge. This 
trend towards the establishment of research universities and partnership between the government and universities 
was later followed by other countries, including Malaysia, due to globalisation and the rise of the market driven 
economy.  
Rhodes (2004, p. 4) suggests that universities in today’s world have functions that ‘combine higher education and 
advanced research and scholarship so as to serve the public good’. He further explains that the balance between 
these three functions of education, research and services might vary greatly between institutions and countries, 
depending on the needs and pressures faced by the respective institutions and countries. How do universities with 
‘research university’ status balance these three functions, compared to other higher learning institutions? In this 
regard, the characteristics of high quality research universities outlined by Bienenstock (2006:2) might serve as a 
guide for this balancing act. The characteristics are (1) high quality faculty committed to research and teaching, (2) 
high quality graduate students who want to learn to perform research or function with advanced expertise, (3) an 
intellectual climate that encourages scholarship, (4) facilities in which teaching and research can be performed 
effectively, (5) funding for operations and instructions, (6) research funding, (7) research infrastructure, and, finally, 
(8) high quality leadership.  
In Malaysia, the selection of a research university is based on eight criteria, namely, (1) the quantity and quality 
of researchers, (2) the quantity and quality of research, (3) the quantity of postgraduates, (4) the quality of 
postgraduates, (5) innovation, (6) the professional service and reward system, (7) networking and collaboration, and 
(8) support services. UKM, which was granted research university status in 2006, has various monitoring measures 
to sustain this position. In line with the research university’s eight criteria mentioned above, eight monitoring 
measures were developed by UKM. Ahmad Zamri et al. (2011) listed these measures: (a) an average publication of 
two journals per year per lecturer, (b) an average research grant of RM50,000 per year per lecturer, (c) 10 posts of 
post-doctoral appointment per year, (d) 60% of UKM’s academics should be PhD. holders, (d) the ratio of 
undergraduate to postgraduate students should be 40:60 percent by 2015, (e) an increment in the percentage of its 
international postgraduate students, i.e., 15,000 registered postgraduates by 2015, (f) changes in management to 
enhance the research university, and (g) enhancement in university-industry partnership. The setting of these targets 
through transformational plans is among the characteristics of the managerialist approach (Kolsaker, 2008). The 
question arises, how do academics define and practise academic professionalism in light of these new advances in 
the university’s environment? Before looking into that matter, we will now discuss the meanings of academic 
professionalism as defined in previous studies.  
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2.2  Previous research on academic professionalism 
Changes in the academic landscape as discussed above have brought about interesting discussions with regard to 
academic professionalism. Some hold negative views and say that academic professionalism is now losing its 
autonomy and status; others are more positive, saying that this is the time to redefine what academic professionalism 
is all about (Margison, 2000; Nixon, 2004; Nixon et al., 2001). One particular research that we wish to highlight is 
Kolsaker (2008, p. 516). She quoted some key characteristics of the academic profession, which are ‘shared values, 
altruistic concern for students, educational expertise, high level of autonomy, generation of new knowledge, 
application of logic, use of evidence, conceptual and theoretical rigour and the disinterested pursuit of truth’. She 
further explains that, ‘fundamental to this research is an acknowledgement of the appropriateness of defining those 
working in teaching, learning and research in universities as members of a profession’. In her research, Kolsaker 
examines the impact of managerialist ideology on academic professionalism. This is important as many universities 
in recent times have adopted the managerialist ideology as their governance approach. This approach is seen as 
different from the collegial ideology that is characterised by self-management and self-direction. In her study at UK 
universities, Kolsaker found that academics hold positive and pragmatic views in undergoing this new governance 
approach. Academics strive to define and re-define their professional identity in line with the current trends.  
In another study, Evans (2010, p. 5) identifies three main components of academic professionalism. They are 
behavioural, attitudinal and intellectual components or elements. She explains that ‘the behavioural component of 
professionalism relates to what practitioners physically do at work’, while the attitudinal component ‘relates to the 
attitudes held which relate respectively to: perceptions, beliefs and views held’. The final component, the 
intellectual, ‘relates to practitioners’ knowledge and understanding and their knowledge structures which relate 
respectively to: the bases of people’s knowledge; the nature and degree of reasoning that they apply to their practice; 
what they know and understand; and the nature and degree of their analyticism’. Nearer to home, Ahmad Zamri and 
Johari Talib (2010) conducted a small study on the perceptions of local academics about professionalism. They also 
studied the ways in which academics enhance their professionalism as well as their views on current university 
policies. They found that academics’ views on professionalism relate to the specialisation of knowledge, inculcation 
of ethical values, and educating the minds of the learners. In an effort to build their professionalism, academics 
begin with knowing their own personal interests, formalizing their expertise through a doctoral degree, and later 
enhance their expertise through research activities and networking. With regard to their views on current policies, 
Ahmad Zamri and Johari Talib’s observed that academics were confronted with ethical dilemmas related to the 
expectations to fulfil their responsibilities in teaching, researching and providing services for society.  
Our current research is developed mainly from the above-mentioned earlier studies. We hope to further extend 
Ahmad Zamri and Johari’s earlier work focusing on Malaysian academics’ experiences. In what follows, we present 
some initial findings from our own study.  
3. Methods 
This section presents some initial findings from two focus group discussions, aimed at understanding the notion 
of professionalism according to the perspectives of the participants. To achieve this, a qualitative research design 
was employed. The qualitative research focuses on inductively uncovering meaning from the informants’ viewpoint 
(Bogdan and Biklen, 1998; Merriam, 1998). While various modes may be utilized to capture evidence in a 
qualitative study, this present study employed focus group discussion (FGD). This section gives a brief description 
of the methodology, which includes the development of question guide, the data collection, and analytical 
procedure. 
A total of 18 academics from a centre at a Malaysian public university participated in the focus group 
discussions. We invited the identified academics to participate in the study and made appropriate arrangements for 
the focus group interviews. Prior to each discussion, the participants were briefed on the topics and procedures of 
the discussion, and were informed that their participation was voluntary. Each participant was requested to sign a 
consent form before participating in the discussion. Each focus group was facilitated by trained moderators and each 
session ran for approximately three hours. Discussions were conducted in Malay Language. The text was into 
English Language for the purpose of writing this paper. All focus group discussions were audio-taped. To 
complement the recorded discussion, the moderators cum researchers also took field notes of their observations and 
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findings. To capture the essence of discussions, researchers shared their notes immediately after each of the focus 
group discussions. The focus group questions guide was developed by the research team so as to address the 
following questions: 
 
1. What do you understand by ‘academic professionalism’? 
2.  How do you view the current practices regarding professionalism in your organisation? 
3.  How do you enhance your own academic professionalism? 
 
The development of the focus group questions was initially guided by the literature. The refinement was made 
based on the feedback gathered by the researchers before the actual focus group interview was carried out. A semi-
structured focus group question guide was utilized in the discussions to ensure consistency in the responses among 
groups and to allow flexibility for the informants to share their perceptions and experiences. Below are some of 
questions which were used to guide the focus group discussion: 
 
In your view, what are dimensions that make up academic professionalism? 
What is your view on the core business of teaching, research and service in this university? 
How do you see the role as a research university? 
How do you build up your academic professionalism? 
 
The taped focus group discussions were transcribed verbatim by a research assistant. Finally, the focus group 
moderators reviewed the edited transcripts. For each focus group, the responses to each question were grouped 
together and read a number of times to identify emerging themes. 
4. Findings 
This section reports on the participants’ perspectives on academic professionalism. Three themes emerged from 
the focus group discussions, namely (1) diverse views on the definition of academic professionalism, (2) the 
dilemma between individual and organisational needs, and (3) effectiveness and consistency in the implementation 
of the organisation’s plan. The responses gathered from the informants, quoted in this section, were then translated 
from Malay Language into English Language. The three themes and seven sub-themes that emerged from the focus 
group discussions are shown in Table 1. 
Table 1. The emerging themes 
 
Themes Sub-themes 
Diverse views on the definition of 
academic professionalism. 
Ɣ Building and enhancing individuals’ expertise. 
Ɣ Ethical consideration that regards academic professionalism as a 
service to society. 
Ɣ Conformance with organisational rules and regulations. 
Dilemma between individual’s and 
organisation’s needs. 
Ɣ Research-teaching nexus. 
Effectiveness and consistency in the 
implementation of organisational plans. 
Ɣ Absence or lack of support service system. 
Ɣ Emphasis on non-human factors in quality management system. 
Ɣ Inconsistency in terms of long term strategic planning. 
 
4.1  What constitutes professionalism? 
The participants view professionalism as consisting of three important dimensions: (1) building and enhancing 
individual expertise, (2) ethical consideration that regards academic professionalism as a service to society, and (3) 
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conformance with organisational rules and regulations. For the first dimension, Puan Zila, for instance, has an 
interesting view about what constitutes an expert. She takes the position that an expert is knowledgeable not only in 
his or her own field but also in other related fields. She says: 
 
For me, a professional is one who is an expert not only in his own field, but also in other areas. He or 
she should be able to portray a holistic mind. For example, when an ustaz in Islamic Civilisation 
lectures about the 21st century agenda, he should have knowledge about the agenda. Do not see 
expertise as something that restricts one’s thinking. 
 
The second dimension in defining academic professionalism that emerged from the discussion relates to the 
ethical consideration that regards academic professionalism as a service to society. An important value highlighted 
by the participants was responsibility. For example, Dr. Linda says: 
 
For me, being professional is to fulfil our responsibility in the right manner. The right manner means 
we do it according to our religious, universal and cultural values and also in line with the 
professional code of conduct, such as the case of doctors and lawyers. This is closely related to ethics. 
 
The meaning of responsibility is nicely illustrated by Dr Salihin. He understands responsibility as education of 
oneself so that one can fulfill one’s responsibility. He says: 
 
As a lecturer, the most important thing from an educational perspective is to educate ourselves 
towards excellence. That means we should profess in our knowledge and at the same time educate 
ourselves and strive to fulfil the expectation.  
 
Echoing Dr. Salihin’s view on responsibility, another participant, Dr. Walid, outlines what he understood as the 
Quranic view of professionalism through the notions of qauli and ameen. He says: 
 
The Quran does mention professionalism. When we work, it has to be performed responsibly. There 
are guidelines for people who do the work; he/she must be amanah (trustworthy). It reminds me of a 
verse in the Quran which mentions about how one should view his work. Firstly, he must have qauli,
i.e. strength in terms of mental and physical aspects. Second is the aspect of ameen, a sense of 
responsibility. However, as we see, there is a problem in many organisations including academic 
organisations. They (academicians) have expertise in their own field but they do not have the ameen,
or being amanah. This does not reflect the true sense of professionalism according to Islam. 
 
Dr. Walid also argues that a truly professional organisation must honour its philosophy. This is to complement 
the individual sense of professionalism.  
With regard to the third theme, i.e., organisational conformance, participants highlighted the centrality of 
fulfilling standards, and the contribution towards organisational effectiveness. Dr. Zakaria, for instance, explains his 
view of professionalism: 
 
Professionalism refers to those who conform to what has been decided. For instance, academic 
professionalism refers to conformance to “whatever things are decided by the university”. If the 
university says that a lecturer works from 8 am to 5 pm, then the lecturer has to obey this. If there is a 
certain Key Performance Indicator (KPI) that needs to be attained, he needs to achieve the KPI. If he 
is required to publish two journals a year, then he has to fulfil this.  
 
Apart from achieving KPI or fulfilling standards, professionalism is also defined in terms of organisational 
effectiveness. Puan Nur Azlin, for instance, explains: 
 
In the context of a university, individually, an academician is a professional and so collectively are all 
individuals who contribute towards the organisational effectiveness. So it (professionalism) has a link 
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with organisational effectiveness. Despite the desired effectiveness, as a research university, it 
becomes “very aggressive”. It is related to challenging and changing needs. It is up to the individual, 
and what makes an academician a professional is the extent to which he understands what the needs 
are. 
  
The three sub-themes can be regarded as important dimensions that reflect the academics’ conception of 
professionalism. According to these initial findings of our study, professionalism therefore consists of expertise, 
ethics and organisational conformance. 
4.2  The dilemma between individual and organisational needs 
The dilemma between individual and organisational needs is another theme that emerged from the discussions. 
Regarding this, Puan Azila said: 
 
Sometimes when we write a report, we are asked to change this and that. This is the area of 
specialization such as (for instance) an economist... as an economist one is provided with the right 
data but yet we are not allowed to publish for some reason. Why? It is an ethical issue and 
government policy is actually insisting on this, this, this... so, anything that goes against the policy has 
restrictions... academicians are put in the situation that we have to live with this.  
Another pertinent matter brought about by the participants relates to the teaching-research nexus. They are 
concerned that the current policies seem to emphasise the research component over teaching and learning. By so 
doing, academics tend to spend more time and energy in pursuing their research, resulting in the neglect of the 
teaching component.  
4.3  Effectiveness and consistency in the implementation of the organisational plan 
The participants pointed out three main issues affecting the implementation of the organisational plan, namely: 
(1) absence or lack of a support service system, (2) emphasis on non-human factors in the quality management 
system, and (3) inconsistency in terms of long-term strategic planning. Addressing the issue of a support service 
system, Dr. Linda lamented that: 
 
The support system is very weak in this university. We have so many things to do. We have no problem 
with teaching and researching because it is our specialty. But when the support system is weak, from 
A to Z, things like typing and sending letters, submitting and writing journal articles, everything you 
have to do by yourself and this is just too much. When we want to reimburse some of the (research) 
expenses, the bursary requires so many things. It is tiring, isn’t it? We should have special assistants 
like science officers, registrars, social officers who can help us solve our problems so that we can 
concentrate on the three core businesses.  
 
Dr. Linda complains that the lack of a support system significantly distracts researchers from pursuing the bigger 
objective, i.e., to excel in research. Another perceived distraction comes in the form of a quality management system 
which supposedly helps to improve the quality of the organisation. Regarding this, Dr. Hakim’s disillusion about 
Quality Management System (QMS) is explained in the following statement: 
 
In reality, ISO is only on paper. Humans have emotions, without emotions, we are like robots... There 
are things that cannot be measured, the emotions, this is what we should have in ISO... In terms of 
teaching and learning, there is no ecstatic value in teaching, it is just like a robot. 
 
His perception of QMS as a robot-like creature signifies the uncertain role of QMS in contributing towards 
organisational effectiveness. Another concern that deserves attention is the inconsistency in terms of long-term 
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strategic planning. Puan Zuria sensed the inconsistency of the long-term planning and how it affects the morale of 
the academicians. She says: 
 
When we look back, we begin to question, what we have been doing is useless, has no meaning at all. 
Why? Because, if there is a change in leadership, then a lot of other things also change. So we need to 
look back at what we have done wrong, and we correct it. It is like when we begin to understand (the 
philosophy), then comes a new leader and we have to start from scratch, again. What the university 
needs to do is to strengthen the philosophy.  
The three issues mentioned above reflect the lack of confidence in the minds of the research participants in the 
continuity of the so-called long-term strategic planning. Nevertheless, participants were pragmatic in their academic 
behaviours and attempts to balance their own needs with that of the organisation.  
5. Conclusion 
This paper addresses the meaning and practices of academic professionalism in light of the changing academic 
landscape. Current trends towards a managerialist approach have brought about new perspectives in the profession 
of an academic. The initial findings from our research indicate that the changing academic landscape does affect the 
ways academics understand and practise professionalism. This in turn calls for academics to define and re-define 
their perceptions and behaviours with regard to their profession in academia. Though there are some negative 
remarks and some ethical dilemmas arising from and related to aspects of the new managerialist approach, our 
findings suggest that academics are pragmatic in dealing with these changes. We also find that the core 
understanding of academic professionalism that emphasises building on one’s expertise, as well as maintaining high 
ethical standards, remains integral to the minds of the academics.  
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